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Using the UNDP Indices to Examine 
Gender Equality and Well-being
Martin Cooke (with the assistance of Kate Hano)
Introduction: Gender Equality and Well-being
As we have explained  in Chapter 2,  the Human Development  Index  (HDI), as 
developed  by  the  United  Nations  Development  Program  (UNDP),  compares 




that national-level measures hide  important differences  in  the social conditions 
experienced by different groups in Canadian society. 
One dimension which the UNDP does specifically examine in its annual 
Human Development  Report  (1990;  1995;  2004)  is  gender. Gender  inequality 
is  important  in  the  context  of  international  development,  but  it  also  remains  a 
key dimension of income, employment, and health inequality in Canada, despite 
dramatic  changes  in  recent decades. This  chapter uses  the HDI  indicators  as  a 
means to examine the changes  in gendered inequality between 1981 and 2001, 
and  to measure  the gender differences  in  the Registered  Indian population and 
among other Canadians. We also introduce adaptations of two UNDP measures of 
gender inequality, the Gender-Related Development Index (GDI) and the Gender 
Empowerment Measure  (GEM),  and evaluate  their use  in  examining changing 
patterns of gender equality in the Registered Indian population and among other 
Canadians. 




of men  (Statistics Canada, 2006),  and women have  surpassed men  in  terms of 
university enrolment and graduation (Statistics Canada, 2003; Christofides, Hoy, 
and Yang,  2006). Women’s  representation  in  business  and  political  organiza-
tions has improved considerably over the past few decades, and leadership roles 
are now much more likely to be occupied by women than was the case in the  
past. But despite  these  changes,  gender  remains  an  important dimension of de 
facto inequality in Canadian society on a number of measures, generally to the 
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service work providing low wages and few benefits (Armstrong, 1994). Women, 
including employed women with spouses, remain responsible for the bulk of 
unpaid household work, (Beaujot, 2000: 194). These factors, as well as discrimi-
nation in the labour market, leave Canadian women at increased risk of living in 
poverty, particularly as lone parents (Christopher et al., 2002). 
In development studies, gender equality has long been identified as an important 
factor  in  social  and  economic  development.  In  the  context  of  industrializing 
countries,  for which  the UNDP created  the HDI measures, women’s education 
and health have been found to have important and beneficial effects on infant and 




Of course, gender equality is an important goal for its own sake, in addition to 
its implications for the well-being of others. To that end, the UNDP has identi-
fied gender equality as a critical dimension of an expanded conception of human 
development (UNDP, 1995). In the Canadian context, less is known about the 
relative  equality  of  men  and  women  in Aboriginal  populations,  and  how  this 
has changed in recent decades. There are reasons to believe that gender may be 
observed differently in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations. Some authors 
have  pointed  to  the  important  leadership  roles  traditionally  held  by women  in 
some Aboriginal cultures, forming a different basis of gender relations than that in 




they married non-Registered men, whereas the reverse did not occur (Fiske, 1995). 
In many cases this loss of status meant loss of band membership and claims on 
band resources such as housing. This was partly addressed by Bill C-31, although 








inal women on average  spend more  time  living with young children,  resulting 
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in  lower  labour  force  participation  rates  (Peters  and  Rosenberg,  1995:  88). 
Aboriginal women are also much more likely to be the heads of single parent 
families  than  are  other  Canadian  women,  affecting  employment  opportuni-
ties  as well  as  income  (Hull,  2001b). However,  the  effects  of  having  children 
at  home  on  women’s  employment  and  education may  also  be  less  for  Regis-




situation  of Aboriginal women  relative  to Aboriginal men  and  non-Aboriginal 
women.  Census  data  from  1996  and  2001  show  that Aboriginal  women  had 
lower labour force participation and incomes than Aboriginal men, at all educa-
tional levels. Nonetheless, Aboriginal women tended to have higher educational 
attainment  than men,  at  least  in  recent  years  (Hull,  2001a,  2005). However,  it 
is somewhat unclear how gender inequality has changed in recent decades, and 





Gender and the Human Development Indicators







discounted to reflect the extent to which men and women have not shared equally 











and economic decision-making. Within the GEM, “empowerment” is measured 
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and use  the GDI methodology  to  discount  the HDI  scores  for  gender  inequal-
ity. We then use the adapted GEM to examine the trends in men’s and women’s 
participation in economic and organizational decision-making. We conclude by 
pointing out  the  important  trends  in gender  inequality  in  the Registered  Indian 
population, and some of the limitations of these measures. 










1981 1986 1991 1996 2001
RI Female On-Reserve RI Male On-Reserve RI Female
RI Male Ref Pop Female Ref Pop Male
Note: Separate life expectancy estimates are not available for on- and off-reserve populations for 1981. 
Source: Statistics Canada, 1984, 1990, 1995, 1998, 2005; Rowe and Norris, 1995; Nault et al., 1993; Norris, 
Kerr, and Nault, 1996; DIAND, 1998; Verma, Michalowski, and Gauvin, 2003; authors’ calculations. 








1981 1986 1991 1996 2001
RI Female On-Reserve RI Male On-Reserve RI Female Off-Reserve
RI Male Off-Reserve Ref Pop Male Ref Pop Female
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Canada, 1981-2001.; author’s calculations.  
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Gender Differences in the HDI/GDI 1981–2001
As  described  in  previous  chapters,  the  HDI  incorporates  three  dimensions  of 







Life Expectancy at Birth
One  area  in which women  have  consistently  out-scored men  in  industrialized 
countries is in life expectancy at birth, and in Canada this is true for the Registered 
Indian population as it is for other Canadians. Figure	4.1 shows the life expec-
tancy estimates  for Registered  Indians  living on- and off-reserve and  for other 
Canadians,  from  1981  to  2001. As  described  in  previous  chapters,  life  expec-
tancy has improved for each of these populations, and the gap between Registered 
Indians  and  other Canadians  declined  over  the  1981–2001  period.  In  terms  of 
gender  differences  in  life  expectancy,  the  female  advantage  has  also  declined. 
In 1981, life expectancy for male and female Registered Indians was estimated 
at 57.8 and 64.2 respectively, a seven-year difference. This difference declined to 
five years in 2001, when life expectancy was 70.3 for males and 75.4 for females. 





As described above and in previous chapters, the first education measure on 
the HDI,  the proportion of  the population 15 and older with grade 9 or higher, 
serves as a proxy for adult literacy, or the minimal standard of education required 
for  participation  in  society.   Figure	 4.2  shows  the  scores  on  this measure  for 
1981–2001. In  the Registered Indian population,  the general pattern  is  towards 
equal scores and a slight, but  increasing, advantage among women on-reserve. 
About  53%  of  both men  and women  living  on-reserve  had  grade  9  or  higher 
in 1981, compared to 70% of men and 68% of women living off-reserve. However, 






should not make too much of the trend toward higher scores for women. However, 
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in  the  reference  population  had  caught  up  to men  in  2001,  among Registered 
Indians, women’s scores had passed men’s by 1991. By 2001, 51% of Registered 
Indian women living on-reserve had high school, or some technical, college, or 













1981 1986 1991 1996 2001
RI Female On-Reserve RI Male On-Reserve RI Female Off-Reserve
RI Male Off-Reserve Ref Pop Female Ref Pop Male
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Canada, 1981–2001; authors’ calculations.
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This  pattern  of  higher  female  educational  attainment  among  the  Registered 
Indian  population  is  generally  found  in  all  provinces  and  territories,  although 
to different  degrees. As Figure	4.4  illustrates,  the gender  gaps were  largest  in 
Saskatchewan and Alberta, where there was more than 7% difference, and lowest in 
Quebec, where registered Indian women had an advantage of only 0.6%.  As well, 
the general pattern of higher female advantage among those on-reserve, compared 
to off-reserve, held in most regions, although those data are not presented here. 






the combined HDI score for the on-reserve population (0.668) masked a relatively 
large  difference  between women’s  and men’s  separate  index  scores. However, 
when combined according to the GDI methodology, they do not result in observ-
able discounting of the HDI scores, at least to three decimal places. 
Table 4.1: Education Index Scores, Men and Women 1981–2001
Educational	Attainment	Index	(HDI)
Male Female Total Discounted	
Education	
Index	(GDI)
On-reserve 1981 0.436 0.433 0.434 0.434
1986 0.460 0.467 0.463 0.463
1991 0.535 0.552 0.543 0.543
1996 0.603 0.626 0.614 0.614
2001 0.653 0.683 0.668 0.667
Off-reserve 1981 0.590 0.622 0.604 0.604
1986 0.635 0.646 0.639 0.639
1991 0.713 0.715 0.714 0.714
1996 0.760 0.764 0.762 0.762
2001 0.805 0.799 0.802 0.802
Reference	
Population
1981 0.743 0.724 0.733 0.733
1986 0.765 0.751 0.759 0.758
1991 0.807 0.798 0.802 0.802
1996 0.830 0.823 0.826 0.826
2001 0.856 0.850 0.853 0.853
Source: Statistics Canada, 1981–2001 Census of Canada, author’s Calculations
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lation  than  in  the  Registered  Indian  population.  In  1980,  the  average  income 
of  reference population men was $23,380 or 2.4  times  that of  reference popu-



















On-	reserve 1980 7,857 4,441 3,416 0.669 0.668
1985 7,846 4,587 3,259 0.679 0.671
1990 7,980 5,482 2,498 0.692 0.688
1995 8,445 6,781 1,574 0.713 0.712
2000 8,651 8,145 506 0.728 0.728
Off-reserve 1980 11,300 5,572 5,728 0.723 0.604
1985 9,335 6,159 3,176 0.693 0.532
1990 11,236 8,431 2,805 0.752 0.744
1995 11,280 9,015 2,265 0.758 0.756
2000 13,215 10,487 2,728 0.784 0.782
Reference	
Population
1980 23,380 9,822 13,558 0.834 0.820
1985 24,557 11,850 12,707 0.856 0.841
1990 26,018 14,259 11,759 0.873 0.865
1995 25,228 14,905 10,323 0.873 0.865
2000 27,931 17,225 10,706 0.892 0.886
Source: Statistics Canada, 1981–2001 Census of Canada, author’s Calculations
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Registered  Indian  women  living  on-reserve  also  saw  their  average  annual 
incomes  increase over  the period,  from an average of about $4,400  in 1980  to 
about $8,150 in 2000. However, the incomes of on-reserve men were basically flat 
between 1980 and 1990, and rose only slightly thereafter. As a result, the gender 
gap  in  incomes  on-reserve  closed  to  about  $500  by  2000  (Table	 4.2). Among 
those  living  off-reserve,  the  gender  gap  in  average  annual  income  also  closed 
between  1980  and  2000.  In  1980,  off-reserve  women  had  an  average  income 
of $5,600, compared to $11,300 for men. Because male incomes were about the 
same in 1995 as in 1980, the increase in female incomes over this period closed 
the  gap. By  2000,  the  average  income  for  off-reserve males was  only  $2,730, 
or 26%, higher than that of off-reserve women. 
Table	 4.2  (page  76)  also  presents  the  income  index  discounted  for  gender 
inequality, according to the GDI methodology. Unlike the discounted edu- 
cation  index,  gender  differences  in  total  average  income  do  result  in  lower 
Table 4.3: Human Development and Gender-related Development Index Scores, 
1981–2001
HDI	Scores GDI	Score
Male Female Total Male-
Female
Total
On-reserve 1981 - - - - -
1986 - - - - -
1991 0.643 0.663 0.669 -0.02 0.621
1996 0.676 0.710 0.693 -0.03 0.669
2001 0.707 0.742 0.725 -0.04 0.700
Off-reserve 1981 - - - - -
1986 - - - - -
1991 0.764 0.774 0.749 -0.01 0.746
1996 0.785 0.790 0.777 -0.01 0.760
2001 0.793 0.810 0.802 -0.02 0.782
Registered	
Indian	Total
1981 0.625 0.622 0.626 0.00 0.606
1986 0.637 0.656 0.644 -0.02 0.625
1991 0.688 0.720 0.706 -0.03 0.686
1996 0.718 0.757 0.739 -0.04 0.718
2001 0.750 0.780 0.762 -0.03 0.746
Reference	
Population
1981 0.808 0.793 0.806 0.02 0.779
1986 0.825 0.817 0.823 0.01 0.799
1991 0.850 0.849 0.852 0.00 0.828
1996 0.861 0.861 0.863 0.00 0.840
2001 0.887 0.883 0.880 0.00 0.863
Source:  Statistics Canada,  1984,  1990,  1995,  1998,  2005;  Statistics Canada  1981–2001 Census 
of Canada data; Rowe and Norris, 1995; Nault et al., 1993; Norris, Kerr, and Nault, 1996; Verma, 
Michalowski, and Gauvin, 2003, authors’ calculations.
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Table 4.4: Gender Empowerment Measure Scores and Components, Registered Indian 
and Reference Population, 1991–2001.
discounted index scores. This effect was greatest in the reference population, but 
is also seen in the Registered Indian scores, especially off-reserve. However, the 
declining  gender  gap  in  total  income  among  the Registered  Indian  population 
meant that by 2000 the discounting formula had very little effect, reducing off-
reserve scores by only 0.002 (Table	4.2). 
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were  higher  than  men’s  in  1981,  and  this  difference  increased  between  1981 
and 2001, while in the reference population the gap between men’s and women’s 
scores declined. By 2001, Registered Indian women on-reserve had an HDI score 
of 0.742, compared  to 0.707 for men (Table	4.3). For  those  living off-reserve, 
women’s scores were 0.810, compared to 0.793 for men.  








The Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM)
Whereas the HDI/GDI indicators measure the average level of well-being of men 
and women, the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) attempts to capture the 
relative  empowerment  of men  and women  in  terms  of  political  and  economic 
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of professional and technical occupations would be exactly the same as women’s 




sented  among Registered  Indians  living  off-reserve  because  of  the  registration 
of off-reserve women under Bill C-31, as well as higher migration rates among 
women (Norris et al., 2004). 
Women’s  under-representation  among  legislators  and  managers  in  public 
administration  was  greater  in  the  reference  population  than  in  the  Registered 
Indian  population  in  the  1991–2001  period.4  In  2001,  women  accounted  for 
only 35% of reference population managers, and 39% of the Registered Indian 














population  meant  that  representation  was  better  on-reserve.  Moreover,  while 
women’s  relative  representation  in management positions on-reserve  improved 
over the period, off-reserve it was the same in 1991 and 2001, after improving 
in 1996 (Table	4.4). 
The proportion of women  in professional or  technical  employment  shows a 
much  different  pattern  for  the  Registered  Indian  and  reference  populations. 










ment income, as a measure of economic power in the market. Table	4.4 presents 
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least  among Registered  Indians  on-reserve, where  relative  equality was  nearly 
achieved in 2001, while it is greatest among the reference population. 
As  described  in  the  1995  Human Development Report  (UNDP,  1995),  the 




figure shows improvement in the gap between men and women in these popu-
lations,  although  some of  the  improvement  has  been  due  to  declines  in men’s 
incomes, rather than higher employment incomes for women. In the on-reserve 






A  similar  pattern  is  observed  in  the  off-reserve  Registered  Indian  and  the 
reference  populations.  Among  Registered  Indians  living  off-reserve,  male 
average  employment  incomes  fell  from  $25,500  to  $21,100  between  1980 
and  1985  (Figure	 4.5	 –  page  81).  Male  incomes  had  recovered  to  $25,800 
by 2000, while female incomes increased fairly steadily, from $14,300 to $18,100 
between 1980 and 2000. The  result was  that  the gender gap  in average annual 
employment income fell for most of the period, but rose slightly between 1995 
Figure 4.5: Average Annual Employment Income by Gender, Registered Indians and  










1980 1985 1990 1995 2000
RI Female On-Reserve RI Male On-Reserve RI Female Off-Reserve
RI Male Off-Reserve Ref Pop Female Ref Pop Male
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Canada, 1981–2001; authors’ calculations.
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that  as Registered  Indian  employment  incomes  rise,  especially  off-reserve,  the 
gender gap in income will approach that seen in the rest of the Canadian population. 
However, the trends are not all the same in the Registered Indian and reference 
populations. The  increasing advantage of Registered  Indian women  in primary 
and secondary education is unmatched among other Canadians, although previous 
research has found that women have indeed outstripped men in terms of attain-
ment of university degrees and higher education for some time (Christofides, Hoy, 
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and Yang, 2006). It may be that  the processes  that  lead to female advantage in 
higher levels of education among the total Canadian population is evident at lower 
levels  in  the Registered  Indian population, again because of  the  lower average 
level of attainment. 




stand why it appears  that Registered Indian men are falling behind  in  terms of 
educational attainment, especially on-reserve. At  the same time,  it  is  important 
to ask why the improvements in women’s educational attainment and representa-
tion in management, professional, and technical occupations, have not resulted in 
dramatic improvements in employment income, relative to that of men. 
The  Gender-Related  Development  Index  (GDI)  and  the  Gender  Empower-







relatively small gaps  in  income. These differences are  lost when only  the  total 
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lation’s roots and consequences, should refer to the fifth volume in our series on Aboriginal 
public policy research, a compilation of articles from the 2006 APRC Conference: White, J.P., 




    EDI =  [female population share  (female  index1-ε)] +  [male population share  (male  index1-ε)], 
where ε is the aversion to inequality parameter, and set to ε=2. 
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